
 

 

 

 

 

The present 
generation of 

college students 
is far more 
mobile than 

were previous 
generations. It 
is not unusual 
for a student to 
attend two or 

more 
institutions 

before 
receiving a 

degree. 

Table 2: Transfer Trends of Undergraduate Students Transferring to TN 
Public 2-Year and TN Public 4-Year Institutions from TN Public and 

Private Colleges and Universities 
 
Two-Year 
Institutions 

Year Total Pop. Reverse Lateral 
1990 64,467 4.7% 1.3% 
1995 77,217 4.0% 1.4% 
1999 75,171 3.6% 1.4% 
2000 73,850 3.3% 1.3% 

  
Four-Year 
Institutions 

Year Total Pop. Forward Lateral 
1990 90,492 2.7% 2.4% 
1995 92,528 3.9% 2.0% 
1999 96,277 4.1% 1.8% 

Figure 1 - Fall 2000 Transfers to Public 
Institutions from Tennessee Institutions 

by Transfer Type 
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Note: n = 9,159, 5.4% of 168,818.  

 
Each year in Tennessee, transfer 
students comprise between seven and 
twelve percent of all students 
enrolled in public colleges and 
universities during a given fall 
semester.   
 
During the Fall 2000 semester, 
168,818 undergraduate students 
enrolled in Tennessee public colleges 
and universities; 8.4 percent (14,154) 
of these enrollees were transfer 

students.  As noted in Table 1, 9.4 
percent of the overall undergraduate 
population at public universities was 
comprised of transfer students, while 
community colleges had a transfer 
population of 7.1 percent.  Upon 
examination of the composition of 
this transfer  
 

population, almost two-thirds (64.7%) of the transfer 
students transferred from public and private colleges 
within Tennessee, while 35.3 percent of students 
transferred from out-of state institutions. 
 
Transfer Direction 
 
Traditionally, transfer students have moved forward 
from two-year to four-year institutions, or laterally 
from four-year 
to four-year 
institutions.  
While the most 
common 
transfer type is 
that of a 
“forward” 
transfer, less 
than 25% of all 
two-year 
college 
students nationally transfer to four-year institutions 
(Creech 1995).  Among those students who attend 
four-year colleges and universities, approximately 
16 percent left college after the first year.  Among 
those who later returned, 58 percent transferred to 
another institution.   
 
While the forward and lateral transfers are 
considered traditional, reverse transfer movement 
from four-your to two-year institutions is also 
common practice (NCES 1997). As noted in Cohen 

(1996), the transfer 
process is more 
complicated than the 
conventional view of 
community colleges 
serving as feeders to 
proximal institutions.  
Transfer is not only bi-
directional, it is also 
non-contiguous. As 
detailed in Figure 1, 
for the Fall 2000 
semester, reverse 
movement accounted 
for 27 percent of 
overall transfers in 
Tennessee.   
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Table 1: Transfer Students at Public Institutions 
by Institution Type and Location 

 
 Total Pop. In-State Out-of-

State 
Total 

Transfer 
4-Year 94,968 5,773 3,116 8,889
2-Year 73,850 3,386 1,879 5,265
Total 168,818 9,159 4,995 14,154
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National Transfer Trends 
 
According to a series of reports by the National 
Center for Education Statistics, an increasing 
number of students begin their college careers with 
the intention of transferring.  One out of four 
community college students indicated in 1989-90 
that they were working toward a bachelor’s degree 
(prospective transfers), and thirty-nine percent of 
these students had transferred to a 4-year institution 
by 1994.   Among those college students identified 
as prospective transfers, those who enrolled full time 
in their first year were about twice as likely as those 
who enrolled part time to transfer to a 4-year 
institution within 5 years (50 percent of full-timers 
transferred, compared with 26 percent of part-
timers).  
 
According to NCES, one of the factors that 
positively impacts bachelor’s degree attainment was 
the receipt of an associates degree prior to 
transferring.  The baccalaureate attainment rate was 
much higher for those students who completed an 
associate’s degree before transferring, as 43 percent 
of those who completed an associate’s degree  
received a bachelor’s degree by 1994, compared 
with 17 percent among those who transferred 
without any credential. 
 
Regional Transfer Trends 
 
As noted above, less than one-fourth of all students 
who begin their college careers at the community 
college level transfer to a four-year institution.  
Similar trends are evidenced amongst SREB states, 
where 21.2% of students who enter the community 
college system transfer to a four-year institution 
within four years.  However, a large number of 
students held transfer hours, as 45% of the students 
receiving a bachelor’s degree from public 
universities have some community college courses 
on their record. 
 
In Florida, approximately 25.6 percent of those 
starting in the Community College System had 
transferred to the State University System within 
two years of their initial enrollment date. Of those 
transferring, 81.8 percent had an AA degree.  In 
South Carolina, the largest number of transfer 
students were those who transfer from out-of-state 

institutions and come to South Carolina institutions 
(3,375).  Fifty five percent of these students transfer 
to four-year institutions and 36 percent transfer to 
the state’s technical colleges.  The second largest 
transfer group (2,220) began at the state’s technical 
colleges with 57 percent moving to four-year 
institutions, 27 percent going to another technical 
college, and 12 percent going to a four-year private 
institution.  In Maryland, Alabama, Mississippi, and 
West Virginia, the largest number of transfer 
students were those who transferred from out-of-
state institutions. 
 
Tennessee Transfer Trends 
 
In Tennessee, the number of students transferring 
from community colleges to universities has 
increased 65 percent since 1990.  During this same 
period, enrollment increased only 11 percent.  The 
overall number of students transferring to four-year 
institutions has increased 15.03 percent from 1990 to 
1999.  The largest number of students transferring to 
universities are those who began their education at 
the two-year level, as 48.9 percent of those students 
who obtained a university parallel degree transferred 
to a state university in 1999.  Furthermore, 38 
percent of all community college graduates received 
the university parallel degree in 1998-99.   
 
Of the degrees awarded at Tennessee community 
colleges during the 1999-2000 academic year, 33 
percent (2,366 students) were in parallel degree 
programs such as Associates of Arts and Associates 
of Science degrees, which are intended to prepare 
students for transfer to a university.  As noted in 
Table 3, of the 2,366 parallel degree graduates, 47.1 
percent enrolled at a state university during the Fall 
2000 semester.  
 
The state’s twelve community colleges offer 
Associate of Arts and Associate of Science degrees, 
which are intended to prepare students for direct 
transfer into university level study.  These degree 
programs accounted for 27% of the total degrees and 
awards at two-year institutions in 1998-99.  It should 
be noted that a percentage of students in university 
parallel programs do not immediately enroll at a 
university following their graduation from a two-
year college.  The data above does not track such 
students; it is merely a reflection of direct transfer.   

1990-91 1991-92 1992-93 1993-94 1994-95 1995-96 1996-97 1997-98 1998-99 1999-00
Graduates 1,087 1,346 1,440 1,616 1,817 1,868 2,075 2,015 2,205 2,366
Fall Transfers 506 679 710 776 893 918 1,005 986 1,063 1,114
Transfer Rate 46.60% 50.50% 49.30% 48.00% 49.10% 49.10% 48.40% 46.80% 48.20% 47.10%

Table 3: Transfers of Community College University Parallel Majors
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The present generation of college students is far 
more mobile than were previous generations. It is 
not unusual for a student to attend two or more 
institutions before receiving a degree. The transfer 
pattern is historically pictured in one direction, from 
two-year institutions to universities. However, it is 
increasingly common for students to transfer from a 
university to a two-year institution, often 
transferring back to the originating university at a 
later date. There are also other patterns such as 
transfers between universities, transfers between 
two-year institutions, transfers between public and 
independent colleges, and out-of-state transfers. In 
any given semester, between 10% and 15% of 
students who enrolled in a Tennessee public four-
year institution were enrolled in another institution 
the previous year. 
 
When examining transfer rates by race at the four-
year level, the overall difference in transfer rates 
between African American students and their other 
race peers is statistically insignificant across all 
grade levels.  Approximately 8.3% of African 
American students were transfers, compared to 9.4% 
of their white peers.  However, differences do exist 
when examining transfer patterns across institutions.     
Amongst the receiving institutions, Middle 
Tennessee State and the University of Memphis  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
accepted the largest overall number of transfer 
students in Fall 2000 (See Appendix A).  For the 
African American cohort, the University of 
Memphis received 634 transfer students, followed  
by Tennessee State University with 290 students.  
Middle Tennessee State University received the 
largest number of Caucasian transfer students 
(1,563) followed by the University of Tennessee, 
Knoxville (1,123).     
 
With respect to reverse transfer trends, 1,926 
students transferred from a four-year institution to a 
community college in Fall 2000.  The institution 
with the largest number of overall student departures 
was the University of Tennessee, Knoxville (See 
Appendix D).  For African American students, the 
University of Memphis had the highest departure 
rate (See Appendix E).   
 
As highlighted in Cohen 1996, reverse transfer is 
primarily regional, with students departing from the 
four-year institution and transferring to 
geographically/proximity linked institution.  Similar 
trends were evidenced in Tennessee across all races. 
Eighty percent of African American students who 
departed from the University of Memphis transferred 
to STCC, while 58 percent of the white students who 
departed from UTK transferred to nearby PSTCC.          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Transfer Students at Tennessee Public Colleges and Universities by Race and Student Level 
 

 Fresh. 
Fresh 
Tran 

% Fr. 
Tran. Soph. 

Soph 
Tran 

% So. 
Tran. Jun. 

Jun. 
Tran.

% Jun. 
Tran. Sen. 

Sen. 
Tran.

% Sen. 
Tran. 

All 
Under. 

Under. 
Tran. 

% 
Under. 
Tran. 

Universities            

Black 5,681 624 11.0% 3,842 381 9.9% 3,350 292 8.7% 4,942 216 4.4% 18,222 1,520 8.3%

White 19,656 1,993 10.1% 14,282 2,089 14.6% 13,980 1,916 13.7% 21,664 786 3.6% 72,157 6,814 9.4%

Other 1,028 135 13.1% 765 111 14.5% 688 88 12.8% 1,151 64 5.6% 3,839 403 10.5%

Unclass. 267 57 21.3% 153 39 25.5% 144 32 22.2% 146 15 10.3% 750 152 20.3%

Univ. 
Total 

26,632 2,809 10.5% 19,042 2,620 13.8% 18,162 2,328 12.8% 27,903 1,081 3.9% 94,968 8,889 9.4%

       

Community Colleges     

Black 6,123 644 10.5% 3,124 112 3.6%  11,910 843 7.1%

White 24,551 2,933 11.9% 16,605 668 4.0%  58,834 4,142 7.0%

Other 993 151 15.2% 657 33 5.0%  2,449 203 8.3%

Unclass. 311 58 18.6% 117 10 8.5%  657 77 11.7%

CC Total 31,978 3,786 11.8% 20,503 823 4.0%  73,850 5,265 7.1%

       
Grand 
Total 

58,610 6,595 11.3% 39,545 3,443 8.7% 18,162 2,328 12.8% 27,903 1,081 3.9% 168,818 14,154 8.4%
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Articulation 
 
Because transfer students generally take longer to 
complete their degree, many states and individual 
institutions have created articulation agreements to 
allow for the ease of transfer. Generally, articulation 
agreements provide for forward or lateral transfer of 
general education credits in areas such as English, 
History, Math, etc.  A recent study, found that 34 of 
43 states surveyed (79%) had statewide articulation 
agreements (Ignash and Townsend, 2000). 
 
Tennessee did not have statewide articulation 
agreements in place at the onset of the Geier 
litigation.  However, a recent statewide legislation 
(Public Chapter 795) will take effect for all transfers 
beginning in the fall of 2001.  The "university track" 
program has been developed to accommodate the 
distinct requirements of each governing board, 
institution and major.   
 
Eight categories of courses constitute the transfer 
and articulation module for the university track 
program.  The courses in categories 1 through 7 
include all thirty-two (32) semester credit hours of 
the minimum degree requirements established by 
each board.  Category 8 represents the minimum 
Pre-major/Major elective requirements that are 
unique to each student’s major.  Students completing 
the sixty-hour (60) module may transfer courses for 
full academic credit to any public university in 
Tennessee.  Students planning to transfer to a 
Tennessee public university must work with their 
academic advisors to ensure that all courses taken 
within the categories are appropriate to their 
intended majors. 
 
The following categories of courses (60 semester 
hours) constitute the articulation and transfer module 
of the university track program for public higher 
education students in Tennessee: 
 
• Category 1: English Composition courses (2) 
• Category 2: Mathematics courses (2) 
• Category 3: Science courses (2) 
• Category 4: History and Humanities courses (4) 
• Category 5: Social/Behavioral Science courses (2) 
• Category 6: Multicultural and Interdisciplinary 

studies courses (2) 
• Category 7: Physical Education  (2) 
• Category 8: Pre-major/major, course electives (4-5) 
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For further information on this topic, please 
contact the Tennessee Higher Education 
Commission at (615) 741-3605 or visit our 
"Administrators & Researchers" page at 
http://www.state.tn.us/thec. 



 


